Highfields Centre, 
Leicester 


Local authority: Leicester City Council (Labour 
control) 


Ward: Wycliffe - 
Hanif Aqbany (Labour) 
Mohammed Dawood (Labour) 


Constituency: Leicester South - 
Jonathan Ashworth MP (Labour and 
Co-op) 

Type of neighbourhood: Inner-city area of Leicester with a 
rich mix of residential and other 
uses 
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Highfields Centre, Leicester 


Background 


The city of Leicester is one of the country’s most 
ethnically, religiously and linguistically diverse, with 
over 50% of the population comprised of Racially 
Minoritised Groups (RMGs). Highfields Centre is 
located in the heart of this vibrant and diverse 
community, with 85% of residents in the immediate 
neighbourhood from RMGs. Originally the community 
had large Irish, African Caribbean and South Asian 
populations but has since expanded to include 
more groups from the Indian sub-continent, Eastern 
Europe and parts of Africa and the Middle East. 
Since the 1990s the Somali population has rapidly 
increased, in large part due to the ongoing civil war. 


Leicester features a number of culturally-specific 
services designed to meet the needs of particular 
groups, but Highfields Centre is unusual in being 

a community-led service that explicitly sets out to 
represent and serve inner-city Leicester in all its 
diversity, bringing people together across different age 
groups and backgrounds to learn, gain qualifications, 
improve health and wellbeing and enjoy leisure time. 


Opened in 1974, Highfields Centre has long been a 
cornerstone of the Highfields community, offering 
training, equipment, activities, meeting space and 
other resources to support newcomers and long- 
time Leicesterians to thrive. Behind Highfields Centre 
is a large public housing estate and only two miles 
away is Narborough Road, frequently referred to 

as ‘the most diverse road in Britain”. The Centre 

was built as part of an estate regeneration project 
from 1972, with terraced housing demolished and 
replaced by high-rise blocks. Leicester's early South 
Asian and African Caribbean migrant communities, 

In conjunction with the households who were 
rehoused through this process, got organised to better 
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represent their interests through the regeneration 
process, and Highfields Centre was one result. 


Project 


For the community, Highfields Centre has served as a 
“purposeful community education centre’, supporting 
many individuals and families to gain the skills, 
qualifications and knowledge they have needed to 
move on in their lives. The Centre's website address 

- https://highfieldscentre.ac.uk/ - reflects its special 
role as acommunity centre and education provider. 
The Centre worked first with the local polytechnic, 
which became De Montfort University, and then with 
the University of Leicester, to offer recognised entry- 
level and higher-education qualifications in a setting 
accessible to mature students and others who are 
less likely to engage in training. Through this model, 
Highfields Centre has supported many people with 
access to university education and professional 
employment, although in recent years this Success 
has slowed down as mature students have been 
dissuaded by rising university fees and loans. 
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Yet despite its long track record of success, throughout 
its early history Highfields Centre was the subject 

of a long struggle for control of its management 

and purpose between the community using it and 
different forms of local government. Control switched 
from Leicester City Council to Leicestershire County 
Council and back again as a result of local government 
reorganisations. One local administration planned to 
convert the Centre to a resource centre specifically 

for the Muslim community, sparking a legal, media 

and community campaign to preserve Highfields 
Centre as a space for the Highfields community in all 
its diversity, and to achieve the investment needed 

to allow the Centre to play this role more effectively. 


In 2004, Highfields Centre underwent a near £5 million 
refurbishment to provide more services, including a 
nursery and a youth provision. It was a difficult time, 

as the community and Leicester City Council had 
different visions for the building. Highfields Community 
Association, the voluntary body responsible for the 
maintenance and oversight of Highfields Centre, 

then adopted a new management system to include 
representatives of user groups of the centre as well 
as other interested parties. Following many years 

of struggle with Leicester City Council's changing 
funding and community priorities, including four High 
Court actions and a long campaign for independence, 
in 2010 Highfields Centre achieved community 
governance through an asset transfer from the 
Council. Highfields Community Association now 

has a 25-year lease on the building from Leicester 
City Council, and this has been extended with the 
Association exercising an option for another 25 years. 


Because of these difficult experiences, Centre 
managers are emphatic about the need for an 
independent office to help to resolve issues of unfair 


practice in the third sector, along the lines of Ofcom 
or ACAS. “There needs to be a way for community 
groups to access redress when things are being done 
in a way that is patently unfair and they cannot get 
redress through local councillors and MPs, and they 
haven't got the wherewithal to mount expensive legal 
challenges.” While Highfields Centre has benefitted 
from relationships and media support which have 
allowed it to mount High Court challenges to establish 
its independence, managers stress that this route Is not 
accessible to other groups around the country, which 
are often dissuaded from continuing to operate in the 
way they would like to, or which simply disappear. 


Today, Highfields Centre is an invaluable resource 

to all members of the community, and since its 
independence from the local authority in 2010 it has 
served over 500,000 users. The Centre is open seven 
days a week for 322 days (and more by arrangement) 

a year, and provides an extensive range of services, 
including: pre-school sessions, youth clubs, English as 
a Second Language and other adult learning, advice 
(including welfare rights, employment and business), 

a gym and sports hall, aerobics and other classes, 
digital arts, film and video editing equipment, music 
and recording equipment, IT studios, a fashion suite, a 
performance arts theatre, community development, 
elders groups, meeting space and a cafe. Highfields 
Centre has a strong multi-generational focus, and seeks 
to combat social isolation amongst older members 

of the community through tailored arts and sports 
activities, as well as through a service to bring older 
people to the Centre and take them home afterwards. 
The Centre has also been at the forefront of fighting 
for the rights of Leicester's garment workers. The 
pandemic had slowed down progress on this issue but 
recruitment is currently underway for the new Leicester 
Garment Workers Advice and Support Project workers. 
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Highfields Centre is now managed by a governing 
body, annually elected and composed of individuals 
from afhliated member groups. They meet bi- 
monthly to discuss issues and plan out the centre's 
programmes. Highfields Community Association is 
currently updating its membership system, and with 
its over 1000 individual members, who take part in 
volunteering, stand for election to the governing body 
and its committees, and contribute to the Centre in 

a host of other ways. Local community members are 
often consulted in the decision-making process in 
order to ensure that the centre is successfully serving 
the community in all its diversity, including groups 
which are often not thought about in the design of 
public and third-sector services. Highfields Centre 
also benefits from staff with a long-term commitment 
to the centre, including Centre Manager Priya 
Thamotheram, who has been in his role for 40 years. 


Investment 


Highfields Centre has honed its fundraising activities 
over the years, and has received financial and other 


material support from a huge range of public and third 


sector organisations as a result. These include Power 
to Change, the European Social Fund, Social Enterprise, 
Leicester Ageing Together, Locality, Big Lottery Fund, 
Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner, 
Talent Match Leicestershire, Investors in People, 
Leicester for Business, matrix, Soort England, Advice 
Leicester, Youth Futures Foundation and many others. 


The Centre has taken steps to diversify its income away 
from council sources to reinforce its independence, 
accessing grants and contracts from other sources. 
With recent grant support and advice from Power to 
Change, Highfields Centre has upgraded its sports 

hall to generate additional revenue at weekends from 
renting out the space for weddings, conferences 

and other events, supporting the Centre's long- 

term financial sustainability and helping to subsidise 
loss-making community-focused activities. 


Highfields Centre managers have found that the 
funding environment has become more challenging 
following the Great Financial Crisis, with councils 
having experienced significant cuts and more 
competition for support from grant making bodies with 
limited resources. Analysis conducted by the Centre 
has demonstrated how RMGs are systematically 
disadvantaged in access to funding from a range of 
sources, and managers have taken part in various 
advisory groups and boards to feed these issues back 
to decision-makers over the years. As one Centre 
Manager described it, “There is a pattern of disconnect 
between sources of funding and RMG communities.” 
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